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In the Name of God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
The Bible's been pretty popular this week, hasn't it? 
 
Almost regardless of the circumstance, I'm always intrigued when verses of scripture make it into the news cycle or the 
Episcopal Church has a little bit of uptick in popularity. The Royal Wedding certainly helped -- Bishop Curry is still all 
over the news, for which I give thanks! Another time, I remember when a church convention in Philadelphia ended up 
on Channel 6 and the newscaster went on and on about the "Epi-Scopal" Church -- which was still good press, of course! 
 
It's one thing when the Church makes the headlines, but it is another thing entirely when it's the Bible doing the talking 
in the national spotlight, mostly because it often ends in controversy. Holy Scripture is many things, to be sure -- it can 
be refreshing, it can bring joy, it can almost feel as if it's breathing life into us when we hear a story or set of verses that 
mean so much to us, or that remind us of cherished people and times in our lives. Holy Scripture can also work the 
opposite way -- it can make us uncomfortable, convict us of truths that might disagree with our sensibilities, and even 
more interestingly, it will regularly disagree with itself. Rarely is the phrase "the Bible is clear" actually the case. 
 
So when one verse gets quoted all over the place in the common places of our society, say the from the thirteenth chapter 
of St. Paul's letter to the Romans, for example, it's typically a good idea to sit back and discern a bit, perhaps thinking to 
ourselves, "alright, what might this verse really mean?" and "how exactly is this verse going to be used by whoever is 
quoting it?" Because that's a pretty big deal. Especially if it's only one verse. Imagine if the only verse we had about Jesus 
was where he cursed the fig tree. Or flipped the tables over in the temple. Or when he talks about desolation, armies, and 
war. Or said "I came not to bring peace but the sword"? It wouldn't be telling the whole story of Christ, would it? And I 
imagine we wouldn't think very highly of him just based on those verses, would we? 
 
That's why we can't just take one verse at a time and make it fit our argument or our convictions. That doesn't mean 
that one verse when quoted can't be helpful, relevant, or even exactly what we do need to hear. It does mean that we 
cannot ignore how the rest of scripture interacts with itself, or what the original context was for certain verses. And 
then, we must remember that scripture is a messy and wonderful combination of countless people's understanding of 
God over thousands of years that, together, all tries to help readers across vastly different cultures, languages, times, and 
experiences come to know the miraculous and life-giving story of salvation, redemption, and love that God offers to the 
whole creation. 
 
So that thirteenth chapter of Romans. 
 
"Let every person be subject to the governing authorities; for there is no authority except from God, and those 
authorities that exist have been instituted by God." That is verse one of chapter thirteen. It is from St. Paul's magnum 
opus, his letter to the Christians in Rome, a group of Jewish and Gentile Christians, who, if they weren't already, were 
about to be jailed, beaten, and killed in substantial numbers because of their faith under the emperor Nero. Were we to 
read this verse alone, we might be very confused -- why would Paul, who elsewhere wrote about the "present evil age" 
(Galatians 1:4) and of how the rulers of this world did not understand God's wisdom (1 Cor. 2:6-8), give such divine 
creedence to all authorities? He certainly didn't do so in order to give more power to a merciless Roman Empire -- he 
wrote it as survival advice to a resilient community of the faithful, a community he desperately wanted to survive so that 
he could come minister to them, a community he loved from afar, a vulnerable community that wouldn't have existed at 
all had they not kept their heads down and kept a low profile. And of course, it's a shame the fourth verse of chapter 
thirteen didn't get any press this week: "for the authority does not bear the sword in vain!" For first century Christians, 
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Paul's words were coded language for staying alive as long as they could lest the sword of the empire swing in their 
direction. 
 
And that's just one verse! Biblical scholars have written countless pages trying explain it. Faithful Christians who have 
lived under authoritarian and persecuting powers have struggled with it for generations upon generations. And like 
many other verses, it cannot be understood simply or at face value. It has more history than that. It has more nuance 
than that. Paul is more clever than that! So in the context of our society, for this now-infamous verse to be stripped 
entirely of its original context and to be used to justify separating innocent children from their families as if that were 
from God is outrageous. If we are responsible readers of the Bible, which I'd like to think that we are, we must consider 
Romans 13:1 with the greater context of scripture, with many other verses that tell the story of God's narrative of love 
and salvation. 
 
Isaiah 10:1 
Woe to those who make unjust laws, 
    to those who issue oppressive decrees, 
to deprive the poor of their rights 
    and withhold justice from the oppressed of my people, 
making widows their prey 
    and robbing the fatherless. 
 
Matthew 18:6 
If any of you cause one of these little children to stumble, it would be better for you if a great millstone were fastened 
around your neck and you were drowned in the depth of the sea. 
 
Romans 12 
Do not be conformed to this world. Share with the Lord’s people who are in need. Practice hospitality. 
 
Romans 13:10 
Therefore love is the fulfillment of the law. 
* 
Beloved, we live in a sensitive time, one in which, on some days, it seems difficult or impossible to agree on anything. 
Believe it or not, that's part of the story of God's people, of pretty much every council and meeting of the Church, and 
it's part of holy scripture, too -- come out to our Wednesday Bible Study on Acts if you want to hear about the first 
leaders of the early Church disagree on lots of things. But this is also why we do read scripture so seriously, because 
outside of the person of Jesus Christ, the Bible is the clearest revelation of God we have. And though the Church of God 
does not need to be of one singular thought to be one in Christ, we cannot necessarily have the privilege of opinion 
when it comes to being silent in the face of injustice. We are always called to spread the good news of Jesus, to act and 
speak in ways that reflect the love of God into the world for the sake of our brothers and sisters, to seek Christ in all 
people, and to respect the dignity of all people. Because of that calling and responsibility, we have to make choices in our 
lives that have consequences for other people and for ourselves. How we act on what we believe has consequences. How 
we care for children has consequences. And at one point in time, we will have to meet our maker and explain those 
choices, for so we heard from St. Paul again today: "For all of us must appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that 
each may receive recompense for what has been done in the body, whether good or evil (2 Cor. 5:10)." 
 
Even if this is a hotly debated topic, I can't imagine defending before Christ laws where children are put at risk. Because 
given what we know about Jesus -- what he says about the importance of caring for children, and that he, too, was once a 
child seeking refuge in a different land -- I wonder, when we appear before him at his judgment seat, what we will tell 
him about what's happening with children in our world right now, whether it was good or evil. And I wonder what he'll 
say in reply. May we be ever reminded of the eternal weight of our actions, especially in light of the God who spoke of 
his reign and said "let the little children come to me, for the kingdom of heaven belongs to such as these."  


